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SOME CHRISTMAS DAYS IN ARMY HOSPITALS 

By DITA H. KINNEY 
Superintendent Army Nurse Corps, U.S.A. 

This festival is the one day of all the year when time-marks are 
obliterated. The graybeard and the child meet on a common ground, 
drawn together by a common impulse and a common joy. Large and 
small seem to look upon the holiday greens, the giving and receiving 
of gifts, with a running accompaniment of pop-corn, candy, turkey, and 
mince pie, as their individual and unalienable rights, so that on Christ¬ 
mas Day the sun in his course around the civilized world looks down upon 
an uninterrupted twenty-four hours of merrymaking and feasting. 

Christmas in the army hospital is no exception to this general rule, 
hut its observances are altogether what each individual commanding 
officer may deem fitting and proper to make them in his own special 
institution. 

An ex-army nurse writing of Christmas during the Spanish-Ameri¬ 
can War says: “By December 25 all patients had been removed from 
the tents into the barrack buildings, and the hospital service was well 
systematized. All patients able to walk around out-of-doors and who 
were on full diet went to the post mess-hall for meals. Others, of course, 
were served in the wards. These had from eighteen to twenty beds each, 
with one nurse and two Hospital Corps men on duty during the day 
and a nurse and one corps man at night. Each ward was decorated 
according to the taste and resources of the nurse in charge, some having 
the pillars down the centre of the rooms wreathed with red, white, and 
blue bunting, and evergreens, vines, and autumn-tinted leaves gathered 
from surrounding timber tastefully arranged over walls and pillars. 
The hall was such a large place that no attempt at decoration was made 
except with ferns and flowers for the tables. Our commanding officer, 
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who always had the general welfare and comfort of his patients very 
much at heart, had a real Christmas dinner provided for them, and all 
whose condition permitted were allowed to partake. Indeed, some who 
were on liquid diet were allowed a tiny piece of turkey breast because 
it was Christmas Day. It was a genuine pleasure to help make them 
forget that they were far from home and sick. There were three com¬ 
panies of the Fifth Infantry at the fort, and each had its own wooden 
mess ‘ shack.’ These were beautifully decorated by the soldiers. Most 
of the nurses were quartered in the Officers’ Row, and several of these 
had Christmas-trees and entertained their friends after duty hours. 
Christmas of 1900 was passed in the Philippine Islands, and I think I 
never spent a pleasanter. Some time before Christmas one of our nurses, 
who had become an army nurse under the auspices of Mrs. Whitelaw 
Reid, wrote to a gentleman who had been connected with the Red Cross 
Society for assistance to make Christmas pleasant for the patients, and 
he very kindly sent her a cheek for fifty dollars. This enabled her to 
buy some little gift for each Hospital Corps man and for each patient 
under our care. For the latter she bought a pair of nice socks and cake 
of toilet-soap, which were very much appreciated by all. We sat up 
quite late Christmas Eve labelling the socks and putting into one of 
each pair oranges and such little things as patients might have. The 
night nurse tied a pair of socks to the bedstead of each patient, placing 
it so he would see it on awakening. They were much pleased with the 
little attention, and some of the men kept their soap on their stands 
for weeks as something too precious to use. When the doctor made his 
rounds Christmas morning he put all liquid-diet patients on £ special,’ 
so they could share the Christmas dinner, and no one was made any the 
worse. For dinner they had beautifully cooked turkey, with dressing 
and gravy, cranberry sauce, three kinds of vegetables, cocoa, and a 
layer cake, and a small glass of wine for dessert. The meal was so much 
enjoyed that it was a real pleasure to serve it. If any were homesick, 
they bravely hid it. One or two of the nurses had taken their after¬ 
noon off that week on Christmas Day, and employed a portion of this 
spare time in decorating our dining-room with the ‘ Stars and Stripes,’ 
ferns, brilliant blossoms, orange branches full of fruit, and palms six 
feet high. There were also palms in the large hall from which the 
dining-room opened. Our commanding officer considered the nurses 
a part of his family, and compelled all who came in contact with them 
to treat them as such. Everything in his power was done for our com¬ 
fort and convenience, and I have the most grateful recollections of this 
kind and courteous gentleman. There were several guests at our table, 
making about twenty plates. Between six and seven p.m. we had a 




157 


Some Christmas Days in Army Hospitals.—Kinney 

course dinner, very nicely served by a couple of native boys who had 
been trained by the major. During dinner we enjoyed the music from 
a native band stationed in the court below. At eight p.m. our whole 
party repaired to a room on the ground-floor of the hospital building, 
where we were most pleasantly entertained by the Hospital Corps with 
very creditable amateur theatricals, cake-walk, and music, the latter 
furnished in part by the Hospital Corps and partly by the Filipino 
band. The entertainment was very much enjoyed by everyone present, 
including General Hall and staff, who were among the guests. All 
patients who were able to walk downstairs were present, and also a few 
who had to be carried down by the corps men. A feeling of ‘ good-will’ 
seemed to possess everyone. And so ended a happy day, which hp,d 
begun for the nurses at five a.m. with an examination of stockings filled 
to overflowing and hung at every bed to remind us of ‘ childhood’s days.’ 
They contained almost anything, from a Japanese doll to a pound box 
of candy. The doctors too had socks filled to the brim, and I believe 
enjoyed emptying their stockings quite as much as we did ours.” 

Another nurse says: 

“My second Christmas in the army was spent in the Philippine 

Islands. Major -, in command, had sent great quantities of gifts 

to the wards. The goods had been sent to him from various societies 
in the ‘ States’ for distribution among the sick soldiers. The boxes 
contained tobacco, pipes, writing-paper, pencils, soap, combs, brushes, 

knives, handkerchiefs, and a lot of other articles. Miss - and I 

had charge of sixty men at the time. We decided to suit all by wrapping 
each gift neatly and placing all in a ‘ grab-bag.’ We allowed each 
patient to ‘grab’ for a gift (none being too ill to do so), the corps 
men holding the bag—and such fun and laughing as all enjoyed! Our 
doctor happened to come in at the time, and all had a real Christmas 
jollification. Of course, the ‘ mess’ was extra that day, chicken taking 
the place of our ‘ States’ turkey, for all who were well enough to have a 
meal. 

“ My third Christmas was again in the Philippines, and I cele¬ 
brated in my own way, and incidentally at my own expense. Being 
night nurse at the time in the surgical ward of forty patients, where all 
but two patients were allowed a regular meal, with the corps men’s help 
we managed to surprise them with a treat of goodies,—a plate with 
dainty paper napkin, cake, fruit, raisins, marsh-mallow drops, besides 
a bottle of ginger ale, for each man. The delight of the men was really 
enjoyable to see; they were actually ‘boys’ of a larger growth. One 
darkey said, ‘Thought people out in Philippine Islands didn’t know 
about Christmas, but I’ll never forget this one, long as I live.’ 
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“ The day-nurses treated this same ward to cigars. The visiting 
ladies of Manila during the week brought games, books, cigars, etc. 
Of course, the ‘ mess’ was as Christmas-like as possible, ice-cream being 
a special treat for all out there.” 

In the largest of the army hospitals in the United States the prepa¬ 
rations are always on an elaborate scale,—indeed, one cannot be at all 
sure that these are not a source of more real pleasure to all concerned 
in them than the events of the day itself. 

There is a delightful and entirely good-natured rivalry between 
the nurses, patients, and corps men as to which shall be the most beau¬ 
tiful ward in point of decoration. The decision is left to the beloved 
commanding officer, and is announced after his Christmas morning 
rounds. 

The scheme of decoration is left to the nurses, but convalescent 
patients and corps men share the pleasure of carrying it out,—and 
incidentally the pockets of the nurses play an important if inconspicu¬ 
ous part in the affair. 

The medical officers enter most heartily into the spirit of the oc¬ 
casion, and while not one of them would for the world have it sus¬ 
pected that he cared specially, each in his heart of hearts shares with 
his nurses the ambition to have his own ward carry off the palm, and 
so they are seen to make frequent and lengthy visits while the work is 
going on. 

Last year the contribution of the commanding officer to the day’s 
pleasure was a huge Christmas-tree, which he had placed in the great 
mess-hall. The hospital electrician was directed to spare neither labor 
nor expense, with the result that every branch was wired, and when the 
switch was turned on more than three hundred lights of all colors 
glowed and twinkled among the green. 

The ladies of the Eed Cross Society sent out gifts for every man 
in the hospital, and young ladies came from town and served ice-cream 
and cake in all the wards, and another party came from town and sang 
carols. 

In the rear of each of the large wards is an assembly-room for 
convalescents. In one of these the doctor in charge of the ward had 
a unique decoration placed at his own expense. In the centre of the 
room was a table spread with a fac-simile in papier-mache of every 
viand which constitutes a typical Christmas dinner. Seated at this 
table were two life-sized elderly looking figures, a man and a woman. 
Apparently just rising from her seat was a third figure, that of a young 
girl whose hand was extended to greet a young soldier in full uniform 
and “heavy marching order,” who was just entering the door. This 
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scene was a silent but touching intimation of some of the thoughts which 
are uppermost in all minds on Christmas Day in the army. 

The various messes had each its printed menu, and all the tables 
were made a delight to the eye as well as to the inner man. All patients 
whose condition would at all warrant it were allowed a piece of turkey, 
and some chances were even taken (with no bad results) that all might 
enjoy something extra by way of celebration. 

The nurses had the double pleasure of their own private Christmas 
joys and the general rejoicing, and when taps sounded through the great 
quadrangle all felt that the day had been in veriest truth a “Merry 
Christmas 

There is to this, as to every other picture, a side which lies in 
shadow, and which in speaking of an army Christmas it is quite im¬ 
possible to ignore. That the ache and desolation of those who mourn 
beside a vacant chair is intensified by the contrast which separates them 
from the rest of the world at this season cannot be denied. Even these, 
however, on this day hear their grief more silently and bury it deeper 
that it may east no shadow upon those who are not bowed under its 
weight. Not a few of these brave souls are to be seen passing in and 
out among the beds of those who are waging more or less fierce battles 
with disease and death, offering to each some word of comfort and cheer. 
Who shall say that in the sight of Him to whom the widow’s mite was 
of greater worth than all the wealth which the rich cast into the treasury 
this offering of self-obliteration is not accounted as the most magnifi¬ 
cent of all contributions which can be made to the sum of the world’s 
happiness on Christmas Day? 


A RETROSPECT AND A FORECAST* 

By CATHERINE J. WOOD 
Delegate from Fourteen Nursing Societies of England 

The sick man has been with us from all time, therefore the nursing 
of the sick is not an invention of the present day, but has gained effect¬ 
iveness, in common with all cognate subjects relating to life and health, 
by the light which has been shed upon it in modern times. The nun by 
the bedside in the convent infirmarium was none the less a sick-nurse, 
though she was groping her way among the perplexities and complexities 
of human disorders without the aid of scientific knowledge, and that she 
did her work well we, who stand in the full light of scientific nursing, 

* Read at the Temple of Music on the closing day of the Nursing Congress 
at Buffalo. 



